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THE SOCIOLOGICAL POINT OF VIEW IN BIBLE STUDY 
—AND A SUGGESTION. 



Few ministers fail sooner or later to become interested in 
sociology. It could hardly be otherwise. On the one hand, 

men who are devoting their lives to human welfare 
Thb Minister naturally seek aid in any study which promises 
AND Sociology them assistance, and, on the other, what is more 

important for teachers of religion than a knowl- 
edge of that society which, with God's help, they are to transform 
into the kingdom of God ? Even when sociology does nothing 
more than teach one the difficulties of social regeneration and 
instil caution as to panaceas, it tenders no small aid to the leaders 
of the church. 

In the light of this interest it is altogether surprising that 
the sociological value of the Bible should have been so little 

appreciated. We do not refer to those teachings 
Sociological °^ ^^^ prophets and Jesus and the apostles which 
Material deal explicitly with social matters, but rather to 

the more general value of the Bible as the record 
at once of the rise and fall of a nation and of the religious 
interpretation of its history. To be more explicit, there is 
within the Bible the history of the origin of the Jewish stock ; 
of its passage from a family to a clan ; of the combination of 
varied clans into a partially unified monarchy; of the develop- 
ment and disintegration of the monarchy culminating in the 
practical extinction of both its parts ; and of a second beginning 
of the nation under the influence of ideals different from those of 
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the older Hebrew state. Along with the history of this politi- 
cal evolution and degeneracy, the Bible contains much material 
bearing upon the rise of social and religious institutions. Con- 
sidered simply as a source for a typical history of a people, the 
Bible has not yet begun to receive the attention it deserves. All 
this field is open to the minister. 

Yet history is of less practical importance for him than 

the interpretations placed upon it by contemporary religious 

teachers. The Bible is something more than a 

Tup T UFISTIC 

Interpretation chronicle of social evolution; it is the theistic inter- 
OF History pretation of such evolution. By the use of the 
Scriptures one may look upon human history 
through the eyes of the religious teacher of an early clan ; 
through those of a prophet like Samuel, endeavoring to bring a 
rude, barbarous people into a better recognition of a very imper- 
fectly known God ; through those of a Jeremiah, an Isaiah, 
an Amos, and a Hosea, as they discover the explanation of the 
misery endured by their people ; and even more, through the 
eyes of Jesus as he preaches the sustaining presence of God, 
not only in nature, but also in human society. 

If once by the simplest process of historical exegesis the 
student of the Bible can bring himself to look through the eyes 
of these men upon human affairs, he will indeed become some- 
thing more than an exhorter to morality. He will learn to see 
divine life unfolding itself in human life, and acquire a new sense 
of the religious meaning of social movements. 

But what are the prerequisites of such study of the Scrip- 
tures ? Clearly a knowledge of the sociological point of view 
sufficient to enable one to discover the social sig- 
The Prerequi- nificance of facts. The man whose mind is trained 
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Sociological thmk ot the world as a collection of repellant 

Point of View individuals will be slow to grasp the biblical teach- 
ing as to the Hebrew nation or the kingdom of 
God. If a man has not had the necessary training in the 
schools, he should read some elementary book upon the matter, 
such as Henderson's Social Elements, Small and Vincent's 
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Introduction to the Study of Sociology, or Spencer's Study of Soci- 
ology. Then, in the second place, the man must be ready to 
study the Bible sympathetically and not dogmatically, even 
without a conscious attempt at devotion. He must practice his- 
torical imagination, and endeavor to see the Hebrew nation, not 
through the eyes of a twentieth century, but through those of its 
contemporaries. The attempt to do this is in itself an educa- 
tion. When a man has such ability, the Bible will have become 
a new book, and he will have become a new preacher and 
teacher. Prophecy will appear to him something more than 
mysterious ejaculations or forecastings of the end of the world ; 
Jesus' teaching will seem to him something more than pre- 
cepts; the work of the apostles something more than rigid legis- 
lation. He will, as never before, recognize the progressive 
revelation of God which lies in the record of the prophets' per- 
ception of God's leadings of their people ; expository preaching 
will become easier and more inspiring; and perhaps, best of all, 
the student of the Bible will find his own faith in God's presence 
in human life growing stronger as, on the one side, he realizes 
that human life has something of unity in it, and, on the other, 
that this unity may be interpreted with the prophets of old as 
one expression of an immanent God and Father. 



Editors always welcome response from their readers. The 
editorial in our December number has led a college and semi- 
nary graduate of ten years' standing to ask how he 
Suggestions may prepare to be a "teacher of teachers." Our 
answer would be twofold : first, get sufficiently in 
Teacher touch with the modern pedagogical movement to 

grasp its principles ; and, secondly, learn to study the 
Bible in the proper way for one's self. 

If additional study in some institution that will give him the 
true point of view is out of the question for a clergyman, for 
pedagogical purposes let him read the recent volume edited by 
Bishop Potter, Principles of Religious Education, and for method in 
biblical study let him pursue any of the courses of reading offered 
by the American Institute of Sacred Literature. 



